Rubric-Making to Improve Essay Response
In order to score well (3 and higher) on the Essays on the Advanced Placement English Exam, the student must do three very simple things:  answer all parts of the question/prompt; provide supporting evidence for his answers; and show how the evidence is related to the asserted answer - in other works, establish the relevance of the evidence.

This simple process is very difficult to master unless the student begins with an analysis of the prompt to determine what all the parts of the question are and what the best sequence is to formulate his response. 

Analysis of the prompt requires the student to:

1.  Determine how many parts the question has.  In other words, factor the question as one would in working a math problem;
2.  Identify and distinguish between

Procedure Terms - What the question requires that one do;

Content Terms - What the question requires that one consider;


Product Terms - What the question requires that one produce;

Terms that must be defined before one can answer the question (such as "author's 
attitude");

Information one must provide before she can answer the question (such as the theme 
of the work to be considered)
3.  Reduce the question to its "simplest terms" (as one does in math).  For example, the question which asks,
"How does the author use the resources of language to convey his attitudes toward the characters in this passage?"


really asks,


"What is the author's attitude toward each of the characters in this passage; what 
resources of language does the author use to convey those attitudes; how does each 
resource convey each attitude?  Give examples from the passage to support your 
answer.  Show how those examples are relevant to the question and response."
Determine the best order of the answer (often the order in which the question is asked) and the

Order of Operations (think math) for arriving at the answer;

Although this appears to be a lengthy process, it is quickly accomplished by circling, underlining, and numbering the terms of the prompt.  For example, one circles each procedure term, underlines each content term, puts parentheses around terms to define, and brackets information required.  When this is done, the student is ready to construct an outline using the information, terms, and content as elements of the structure of her response.

The student then can see more clearly what the structure of his thesis must be:  a declarative sentence which includes both the terms of the question and responses to those terms.

In order to convince the students of the usefulness and effectiveness of this approach, it helps to start after the end of the process - with a set of scored example responses.  Students work backward from response to question to criteria to evaluation to rubric to thesis to outline.

This is how it works:
1.  The teacher goes to AP Central (or attends an APSI), selects a test year and question, and prints the provided set of scored responses for that question.
2.  The teacher gives each student a set of responses, but not the scores, and asks the students to determine from the responses what the question is and how much of the passage can they determine.  In class or group discussion, the students infer what the question was and relevant parts of the passage.  The teacher may guide the discussion, if necessary, so that the students arrive at an approximation of the question.  The teacher can then provide the real question as confirmation.
3.  The teachers asks the students to determine which of the responses is the "best" -- the most satisfactory answer - and which is the "worst" - least satisfactory answer.  Now the teacher requests students to justify their ranking by identifying the criteria which led to their conclusions.  The class or group discussion should produce clear and valid criteria along with criteria (such as punctuation flaws) which are not College Board scoring criteria.  At the appropriate time the teacher can clarify the difference and establish the nature of holistic scoring with the students.
4.  The teacher or students from the groups list the students' criteria for "High score". "Middle score", and "Low score" responses.  When compared with the College Board Rubric for that question, the students should see they have developed close to the same rubric as the "official " one.
5.  Now show how the analysis (factoring) of the question produces the same criteria as the rubric.
6.  Examine how the terms of the question and modifiers (adjective and adverbs, for example) of the terms of required content become a thesis statement for the response.
7.  Observe how the thesis statement becomes the outline for the full response.
